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African American women have a double identity – African American and women. 
However, the language and gender study for a long time focused only on middle-class 
European American women, while the African American English (AAE) study is 
almost exclusively based on the linguistic behavior of African American men. Thus, 
how African American women perform their linguistic behavior to assert their voices 
and construct their identities becomes an interesting and valuable topic of 
sociolinguistic study, and is just what would be explored in this dissertation. 
This dissertation discloses that the double-marginalized identity of African 
American women locates them in a special social status, which provides them with 
abundant linguistic resources and at the same time imposes various constraints on their 
linguistic behavior. The hypothesis tested is that patterns of linguistic behavior are 
related to the interaction between the social and local constraints African American 
women face and their active appropriation of linguistic resources to construct their 
identities. Mode of practice-based approach is applied to the analysis to test this 
hypothesis. 
This dissertation is a qualitative study, which includes several segments of 
African American women’s argumentative exchanges with different addressees of 
African American men, other African American women and European American men. 
The linguistic analysis is carried out mainly on African American women’s usage of 
Smart Talk – a set of African American women’s combative verbal strategies, 
including various sub-strategies like reading dialect, loud-talking, capping, latching, as 
well as on AAE speech style and General American English (GAE) speech style. 
The analysis shows that African American women use salient features of Smart 
Talk and AAE style when they have combative exchanges with African American men, 
which is almost the same with the combative exchanges between African American 
women. The author argues that due to the tendency of African American male-female 
communicative parity and African American cultural evaluation of Smart Talk, African 
American women develop highly adept skills of Smart Talk and use it to claim an 
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women show a latent GAE style in the exchanges with African American men. 
Furthermore, they adopt mainly the GAE style in the combative exchanges with 
European American men while penetrating some latent Smart Talk features. 
Explanations for these are sought through looking into the African American women’s 
practical attitude towards AAE and GAE language choices, which is developed from 
the awareness of differences between their own and the communicative norms and 
ideal womanhood of the European American culture. Thus, in order to fit in the social 
and situational context, African American women combine general GAE style and 
some AAE features of Smart Talk to construct a hybrid identity with a black core and 
white surface. 
Issues examined in this dissertation challenge the traditional approach which 
views social identity as static. It emphasizes the interaction among multiple aspects of 
social identity and the linguistic construction of identities situated in specific context. 
This study pays particular attention to the cultural history of linguistic resources as 
well as social history of gender identities. This dissertation contributes to the recent 
development of a practice-based approach to sociolinguistic study that treats 
communities and identities as constituted through shared practices and orientation. 
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Although the civil right movement made a great leap in 1970s, both feminist 
movement and the Black power movement marginalized African American women. 
Feminist movement and its reflection in linguistic studies took exclusively the white 
middle-class women as their subject and created a universal illusion. Meanwhile, the 
Black power movement and the following groundbreaking linguistic arguments that 
African American English is a systematic dialect did little to improve the 
representation and inclusion of African American women in social and linguistic 
studies. It is African American women’s roles as both African American and women 
that locate them in double-marginalized status. However, it is just their special social 
status that provides them with abundant linguistic resources and at the same time 
imposes various constraints on their linguistic behavior, which makes their linguistic 
behavior become an interesting and valuable research subject for sociolinguists. 
Recent language and gender studies take the view that the correlations between 
linguistic units and social categories of speakers are not static but dynamic. Rather 
than conceptualizing gender as an identity someone just “has”, analysts began viewing 
gender as involving what people “do”. Thus, rather than “how do women speak?” or 
“how do men speak?” we ask what kinds of linguistic resources people can deploy to 
present themselves as certain kinds of women or men. Rather than “how are women 
spoken of?” we ask what kinds of linguistic practices support particular gender 
ideologies and norms, how and why people change linguistic and gender practice, and 
what kinds of personae males and females can present (Eckert, 2003: 5). This is 
labeled by sociolinguists as “practice-based approach”, which explores how linguistic 
practices construct identities. 
This dissertation takes the mode of practice-based approach as the theoretical 
framework in the analysis of African American women’s linguistic behaviors. And the 
hypothesis tested is that patterns of linguistic behavior are related to the interaction 
between the social and local constraints African American women face and their active 
appropriation of linguistic resources to construct their identities. 
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context and situated meanings. Both language and identity are fundamentally 
embedded in social practice, deriving their meaning from the human activities in 
which they figure. Therefore, African American women’s linguistic practices involve 
not just individuals making choices among linguistic resources and acting for 
situational reasons; it also involves the constrains, institutional and ideological, that 
frame (but not completely determine) their individual linguistic behaviors. 
This dissertation is a qualitative study, concentrates its study subject on African 
American women’s usage of Smart Talk in several segments of argumentative 
exchanges with different addressees of African American men, other African American 
women and European American men. It emphasizes the interaction among multiple 
aspects of social identity and the linguistic construction of identities situated in specific 
context. This study pays particular attention to the cultural history of linguistic 
resources available to African American women as well as social history of identities. 
The present paper comprises four chapters, exclusive of an introduction and a 
conclusion. The introduction outlines the research background, purpose of study, the 
analytical framework and the organization of the paper. Chapter One is an overview of 
language and gender studies. Chapter Two introduces the general features of African 
American women’s language. Chapter Three discusses cultural and historical 
prominence of Smart Talk, presents its sub-strategies and its usage by African 
American women with different addressees. Chapter Four explores how African 
American women appropriate and combine pre-existing linguistic resources to index, 
hint at or claim identities based on the socio-cultural and situational constrains. The 
concluding part summarizes the findings as well as the limitations of the present 
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